Midway upon the journey of our life I found myself within a forest dark, For the straightforward pathway had been lost.
Ah me! how hard a thing it is to say
What was this forest savage, rough, and stern, Which in the very thought renews the fear.
So bitter is it, death is little more;
But of the good to treat, which there I found, Speak will I of the other things I saw there.
Where Nietzsche seems utterly joyous in his revelation, Dante is rather gloomy, but each edge of feeling is at least authentic, if I may judge by my own experience. At more or less the midpoint of my own life, I find myself gainfully employed as a university professor, happily married to the girl of my dreams, contentedly harried by my brood of small children, meaningfully challenged by deep considerations sparked by confrontations with a wildly varied world that escapes my best efforts at apprehension. Most days, I awake refreshed and chipper, ready to sate my curiosity on the bits of experi ence and knowledge that come floating into my purview, glad to dance and play and laugh whether the path be straightforward or lost. But I'd be lying if I claimed that my life was always sun and giggles. Certainly there are times, too, when I edge close to despair and fear nigh unto death at the suffocat ingly savage forest that seems to close in and close off the world of possibili ties. Then I comprehend the psalmist, whose poem gave us the notion of thirty-five as "midway upon the journey of our life":
We spend our years as a tale that is told. The days of our years are threescore years and ten; and if by reason of strength they be four score years, yet is their strength labour and sorrow; for it is soon cut off, and we fly away.
? 90:9-10 Solon, the Greek reformer, in counseling and reprimanding Croesus, sets the outer limit likewise:
A long life gives one to witness much, and experience much one self, that one would not choose. Seventy years I regard as the limit of the life of man.
In these seventy years are contained...twenty six thousand two hundred and fifty [days] , whereof not one but will produce events unlike the rest. Hence man is wholly accident.
?Herodotus, Histories I I am aware, of course, that current actuarial research gives me and my kin a bit longer upon the earth, simply by virtue of our diet, environment, eco nomic status, medical coverage, etc., so that the outer limit, according to the Guinness Book, and confirmed by local and global authorities on such things, may be 122 years, which is how long Jeanne Calment lived in her native Aries, THE IOWA REVIEW France, until her death in 1997. As you might expect, she was healthy and active long into her long life, learning fencing at 85, riding her bicycle until she was 100, living unassisted until 110. She smoked, too, until only two years before she died, ate a lot of chocolate, drank port wine regularly. But beyond those variables, says her biographer Jean-Marie Robine, was her seeming immunity to stress. Moreover, it seems to me that she had the soul of an essayist: "I dream, I
think, I go over my life," she said. "I never get bored."
By way of contrast:
There is a sort of dead-alive, hackneyed people about, who are Zeno's Paradox of Motion I think the two blind men have stayed with me not only because their appearance gave an image to a linguistic expression, but because I admired their pluck. They seemed to challenge the challenge of Jesus' parable:
Can the blind lead the blind? shall they not both fall into the ditch?
Maybe not, I thought. Or, not yet.
PATRICK MADDEN i63
This may or may not speak to the strength of the human spirit, which may or may not take the time to analyze its moves and motivations, but which may at times become overwhelmed by the seeming impossibility of even the simplest tasks, but usually not. For Zeno, at least in theory, even motion was impossible, given that for an arrow to arrive at its target, it must first traverse half the distance to the bull's-eye, and before that, half the distance to half way, and before that, half the distance to a quarter way, and so on, infinitely dividing distances in half, with no half too small to be again divided. Once you've divvied up your distance into infinite subdistances (while sitting in your chair, thinking), you get lost in the dark wood of thought, and it gets rather daunting to pull back that bowstring, or take that first step toward getting somewhere else. When I was young, my father told me a kind of logical riddle, which now resides in the same brain-file as Zeno's paradoxes. It went something like this: a prisoner is brought before the king. The king tells him, "You will be executed within one week's time, but you will not know the day." The fretful prisoner, sent once more to his cell, sets his mind racing to discover a way to live. He realizes, soon enough, that if he can know the day of his execution, the king's word will be nullified, and he will be set free (for this king inhab its the puzzle world; his actions advance the plot). He keeps himself awake at all hours, straining to hear the conversations of his guards. He sends for the doctor, hoping the man will take pity on him. He promises the slop boy riches he doesn't have to give. Nothing works. The guards, the medic, the slop boy seem to know nothing, in any case. But he has made it to the end of Saturday and he is still alive. Suddenly he has this revelation:
The king cannot kill him on Friday, because then all the other days will have passed, and he will know the day of his execution. He cannot kill him on Thursday, either, because, excepting Friday, he would know that Thursday is the only option. Moving backwards through the week, then, Wednesday is out because both Friday and Thursday must be. Tuesday is exempt for the same reason. Monday, too. And Sunday: well, you don't execute people on the Sabbath, do you? (Plus, once you've discounted all the subsequent days, it's too obvious that the execution would have to happen on Sunday, so then
The prisoner convinces his guards to bring him once more before the king, who, confusedly impressed by the prisoner's logic, sets him free, sending THE IOWA REVIEW him on his way with riches more than the prisoner had promised to the slop boy. The end. Oh, also, the prisoner was a nice guy, wrongly imprisoned, etc.
The fun thing about this logic puzzle is that it seems to work about as much as it seems not to. The no-Friday realization is acceptable enough, and maybe even Thursday, too, which makes me believe that the regression through the week makes sense, but once I arrive at Saturday night again and look forward, I'm no longer convinced that I know the day of execution must be today. In fact, wouldn't it be kind of funny if the king said, "That's very clever," then winked at the executioner standing just behind the prisoner, and the executioner took a running sidearm swing with his axe and took the prisoner's head right off? "Betcha didn't know that was gonna happen today!"
Obviously, the riddle depends on the time frame. Had the king said that he'd execute the prisoner "sometime," there'd be no last day from which to discard days based on the promise that the prisoner wouldn't know the day.
So does knowing that I've got an outer limit of 87 years affect my existence today? Of course, I have no promise (from God?) that I won't know the day, nor, if I had such a promise, could I rightly expect to escape death. How many of us know the day of our demise? There's a certain comfort in sensing the approach of death: one can set one's affairs in order, say one's goodbyes, make peace with God and with fellows. Still, the acceptable death I envision happens only late in life, far beyond where I am now.
And those who keep themselves going with the thought that some span of life or other which they call "natural" promises them a few years more could only do so provided that there was some ordinance exempting them personally from those innumerable accidents (which each one of us comes up against and is subject to by nature) which can rupture the course of life. ) I appreciate the sometimes uncanny coin cidences people find within the horoscope, and I can believe that some folks find direction or cosmic comfort in the advice, and if the advice is good, it's good no matter when you were born, so that's fine, but I've never believed that such things held a power beyond what any sensible human being could muster. You will forgive me this skepticism, I pray. The beliefs I do hold must certainly seem untenable to certain others.
The easy confidence with which I know another man's religion is folly teaches me to suspect that my own is also.
?Mark Twain, note on the flyleaf of Sacred Anthology by Moncure D. Conway When I was younger, I had a maroon and gold bookmark with an Aries poem below a golden ram. Though I forget most of it now, I remember the last lines: "The first to begin, the last to succeed." I may have believed, for a time, that this ditty described me, but it doesn't. Not at all. I'm also curious about this recent bit of advice I found, which tells Aries: "your usual modus operandi is 'get things done, now.'" While this is not a direct contradiction THE IOWA REVIEW (one could intend to get things done quickly, begin immediately, and fail), it damages the credibility of the enterprise. I'm much more inclined to trust the rhetoric of a seasoned essayist, whose approach is less finger-pointing, or more personal. Alexander Smith says:
You have lived for more than half your natural term; and you know the road which lies before you is very different from that which lies behind.
?"An Essay on an Old Subject" "Very different," while linguistically noncommittal (it could mean that you've now got the money to buy that boat), obviously equals "much worse." And this from a man who had lived half his life by age 18. Despite the evi dence, I'm inclined to protest: Not necessarily, friend! But the sages gather, to chant a similar message from before and beyond in different tones:
After thirty, a man wakes up sad every morning excepting perhaps five or six until the day of his death. The life you have is a long one, but any kind of strange symptom in your organism, or pain, you should get checked with a doctor.
There's a small operation they can do for you, but you can avoid it. Here we have the line of success or triumph. It tells us of an economic stability, but right now there's a situation; you'll have to wait for your plans to improve to achieve everything you want. On this side, we see that sometimes differences could present them selves between you and your family, because there have been prob to meet Eduardo Milan, a poet we'd been translating into English.
The reading gets more interesting from there, with a person who's trying to hurt me, but can't, because of a "block" on my palm; there's news of a fam ily sickness, a reencounter with a long-lost friend, the possibility of a stable romance with my wife, as long as we talk about it, a threat of solitude if not.
All of these seem unspecific, not all true, but otherwise easy to place in the inevitable events of any life. Briston seems to have been using context clues: that I take a lot of trips; that I will take a trip to a place with water; again with business plans that can be "favorable." Sure. Not long after this, Karina and I went to Iguazu Falls to celebrate our ten-year anniversary. I remember no business conversations there, though we did discuss our marriage, and things seem stable and romantic. Playing the odds, Briston predicted for me one...no, two children, or maybe two sons (the Spanish hijos leaves ambigu ous the question of gender, ultimately, because the masculine noun is gram matically dominant), but only after some "block." Because I already had four children, I took this prediction with a knowing smile. But later I revisited it: this was soon after Karina had miscarried. What's more, I can tell you through the telescope of time, that there were two more sons on the way, in relatively close succession. One is just walking; the other will be born soon.
Perhaps more bizarre was the palm reader's revelation that I have a "men tal energy," manifest in strange dreams and visions, as if my imaginings were real. This I should "try to decipher," and I have: my sleeping dreams slip almost always and almost entirely into oblivion, but here I am writ ing, mediating imagination and reality, or reality through imagination, to a THE IOWA REVIEW textual reality, deciphering experience. This could be that "mental energy"! Briston also found palmic evidence that it was raining when I was born, cold and thundering (my mother says she can't remember), so I should wield the "lightning stone" for "good luck" and "positive vibes" in my destiny. prepared a special sample for her; it was full of sentences like "To be good is to be happy," "Faith is the lode-star of life," "We should always be kind to animals/' and so on. I wanted her to do her best. She gave the morning to it, and told me at lunch that I was "synthetic."...I begged her to tell me more, for I had thought that every letter would reveal a secret, but all she would add was "and And how do you think she had deduced my syntheticness?
Simply from the fact that, to save time, I join some of my words together. That isn't being synthetic, it is being in a hurry. What she should have said was, "You are a busy man; your life is one constant whirl; and probably you are of excellent moral character and kind to animals." Then one would feel that one did not write in vain. After a failed (or interminably delayed) attempt that revealed only that I was "intelligent and organized," I found a friend of a friend who struggled a bit with my customary print (cursive is easier, she said), but ultimately discerned that I am evasive and deceptive, private ("though outwardly he presents himself as a personality who gets attention easily"), practical and methodical, self-sufficient, emotionally restrained, self-motivated and ambi tious, aggressively firm in my resolve, and averse to change.
Any alteration, on this earth of mine, in diet or in lodging, puzzles and discomposes me. ?"The Indian Jugglers"
The thing is, I'm not quite convinced that essays "are the best I can do."
Maybe they're not even "the best I do." I love my wife and children, try to support her and raise them well; I teach young people (my children and yours) not to be so self-centered and knuckleheaded; I give my time, money, and efforts in small ways to serve my fellow beings. I do all of this insuf ficiently, sometimes halfheartedly, rarely boldly. And if Hazlitt was serious here, lamenting that he'd never learned to juggle, or perhaps that painting was only a hobby for him, or that his biography of Napoleon had bankrupted his publisher, then there is a part of me that thinks: I probably could have become a doctor, the kind that heals people with his hands. I think I have the brains for it, and probably the self-discipline. (I could also, I believe, be a better thief than the thieves you hear about, but that is a subject for another essay.) And as much as I love essays, and believe them to be salubrious for writer and reader alike, I cannot, in my more reflexive moments, believe them to be more important than the proverbial "cure for cancer." I've lost people I love to that festering crab.
If I could be sure of doing with my books as much as my father did for the sick.
?Marcel Proust (comment to his maid, Celeste)
Still, whether or not it's truly "too late," I don't intend to change my life so drastically. I'm mostly happy where I am, a place I believe to be somewhere in the middle of it all, looking out, contemplating the world of dangers and victories. Even on my bad days, when I can't find a purpose, or when I feel I've wasted my time, I can recall the great teaching of Montaigne:
We are great fools. "He has spent his life in idleness/' we say; "I have done nothing today." What, have you not lived? That is not only the fundamental but the most illustrious of your occupa tions? Have you been able to think out and manage your own life? You have done the greatest task of all_To compose our character is our duty, not to compose books, and to win, not battles and provinces, but order and tranquillity in our conduct. Our great and glorious masterpiece is to live appropriately. We are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars. That I would soon sign a contract with an older person, and this would bring great benefit. That I should listen to the advice of an older man who loves me (perhaps my father). I never explained to Jacqueline that I was doing skeptical research for an essay, and she kept fishing for the source of my anguish. I was forthright in all my answers, but not expansive, so she knew I was up to something, but she couldn't ferret it out. Like Briston, she gathered from my accent that I was a traveler, so her revelations often pitted my rambling against the stabil ity I must be seeking. I'm guessing she's used to seeing people only when they're troubled, so she returned often to my reasons for consulting the tarot. How could I tell her that my principal interest came from Rush's "Peaceable Kingdom," an intelligent and veiled 9/11 song that plays tarotic metaphor against Quaker Edward Hicks's postapocalyptic paintings? The kicker was when I asked her to tell me when I'd die. to another, in a pattern reminiscent of thought, wanting to come together to become something meaningful. It is a joy to sit down to write when the chil dren are off to bed and my wife is away at work, or in the early hours before even the dog has the energy or motivation to follow me downstairs. Then I can concentrate enough to string words and ideas together.
In the course of these explorations, I believe I have found the answer to a 
